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Abstract 
This research was carried out to design and develop learning materials for students learning Japanese as a foreign language at 
Universiti Kebangsaan Malaysia (UKM). The scarcity of suitable teaching and learning materials for Japanese as a foreign 
language in Malaysia, especially the writing component, which forms the foundation of learning the Japanese language, has 
further motivated this study. The pre-production stage that focused on a needs analysis from students and a survey of 
commercially produced textbooks was carried out. To enhance effectiveness, pedagogical considerations that comprised intrinsic 
motivation and visual impact comprising images, specialised texts, characters, manga (comic) animations and dialogues were 
included. This new visually enhanced Hiragana learning materials, realised in a book form, include pictorial illustrations aimed at 
enhancing the students’ learning process and increasing their content schema. These materials were then utilised and evaluated 
by both the teachers and students. The findings of the study revealed that this new course book is able to meet the bridge the gap 
of the old, promote keen interest and production of the Hiragana writing and has a positive effect on the students. 
© 2011 Published by Elsevier Ltd. Selection and/or peer reviewed under responsibility of the UKM Teaching and Learning 
Congress 2011. 
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1. Introduction  
There is an increase in the number of students studying Japanese as a foreign language due to the growing 
influence of Japanese culture that permeates into Malaysia via electronic and print media. According to statistics 
from Japan Foundation (2009), a total of 23,000 students are studying Japanese language at registered Japanese 
language institutions in Malaysia. These courses however, compel students to learn the Japanese writing system as 
the necessary foundation before learning more about Japanese language further in depth. 
1.1 Japanese language courses at UKM 
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Japanese as a foreign language has a long history in UKM. In fact this course has been offered since UKM was 
first established in 1974. This course is offered at four levels and is well in demand. In each semester about 200 
students will register for the courses. This paper is based on the first level offered, SKVA 2713. 
As mentioned earlier, the old Hiragana textbook used in UKM is not beginner-friendly. There are many 
assumptions placed on the learner, notably with regard to the Japanese writing system. It also does not have a 
description of the discourse for basic spoken tasks like greetings and directives, for example ohayoo gozaimasu 
(good morning), kaite kudasai (please write) and mite kudasai (please see). To facilitate learning, the Japanese 
language teachers have to provide a glossary of the discourse for greetings and introductions in Japanese to students. 
Notwithstanding this, the limitations of the Hiragana text were still not overcome. This is because the old textbook 
uses a cursive writing style that is different from that which is familiar to the students. Hence, the students become 
confused as to what is correct writing style. As such the students end up writing incorrectly. To contextualise this 
problem, a needs analysis was conducted through a short questionnaire and an interview. The questionnaire was 
distributed to 45 students who registered for the SKVA2713 course. 71% of students found the textbook to be 
restrictive and  should be improved. Table 1 below shows the findings of the questionnaire. 
Table 1. Finding from Questionnaire of the  SKVA 2713 course 
 
No Student`s comments % of students 
1 Enlarge the photo illustrations so that it can be seen more clearly. 38 
2 The number of exercises provided needs to be increased and be more 
challenging. 
25 
3 Requires further detailed explanations on the usage of the letters. 19 
4 Requires further clarifications on the greeting words. 13 
5 More interactive 13 
6 The vocabulary introduced during class needs to be useful for students. 9 
 
Further, an interview was also conducted on the Japanese language teachers in UKM to find out the deficiencies 
and problems found in the Hiragana textbooks. This is in line with Masuhara (1998) who stresses that the teacher’s 
needs should be taken into account as the teachers are the mediators between the published materials and learners. 
The results of these interviews are as follows: 
 
1. Fonts that are used in the textbook are cursive style writing and confusing the students. 
2. Words of greetings and instructions in the classroom are not available.  
3. No detailed description of the intonation in pronouncing. 
4. No introduction of the style and Japanese writing system. 
5. Symbols on how to write the right way is not prepared for the students reference. 
 
An interesting finding from the teachers was that they opined that a text written in the Malay language would be 
a better bridge for the students as it would be more accessible as it is written in the mother tongue. However, for the 
Japanese teachers who are native speakers of language, this may pose a problem as they are not proficient in Malay. 
As such, if the course materials are bilingual (Malay Language Japanese), the problem will be overcome and the 
needs of the Malaysian students and the (native) Japanese teachers attended to. How can this be operationalized? 
The course designers perceived that the phonetic guidance of the Hiragana may be applied to the Malay language. 
As an example, the vowel [e] in the Japanese language is realised as esok (tomorrow) in Malay language or ethics in 
English. This is important because [e] is have different realizations as in emak (mother) or equal in English. Hence 
this bi-lingual (Malay-Japanese) phonetic guide enable students to pronounce the characters in the Japanese 
language more accurately. This approach was also voiced by Sakamoto and Yoko Otsuka, (2005) who stressed on 
the need for learning materials to be in the students’ mother tongue, to avoid misrepresentations that may arise out 
of cultural differences. 
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Literature has shown that global commercial course books can never meet local needs due to the uniqueness of 
every classroom (Davison, 1976; Williams,1983; and Maley, 1998). In this respect, action research has been carried 
out to design an effective Hiragana learning material course book that meet the needs of UKM’s students and 
teachers. This also supports, Block (1991) that argues for a teacher-designed and produced materials to counter 
unsatisfactory published materials. 
2. Methodology  
According to Mikami (2010), action research is defined as ‘research done by teachers to solve the problems faced 
in the classroom by collecting and analysing data in the class’. To produce quality learning materials, a detailed 
study has been carried out in accordance with the proposed plan from Jolly and Bolitho (1998), who articulated that 
in creating new and effective learning materials, teachers have to go through the process as shown in Table 2 below.  
Table 2. Steps in materials design (Jolly and Bolitho, 1998: 97-9) 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
The first step in the plan was carried out during the process of identifying problems in this study. A questionnaire 
survey was designed to enquire into the needs analysis for the study. The second step in the process of designing this 
new Hiragana learning materials has been done using a checklist method. The checklist comprises all the main 
features that should be improvised in the new textbook. This method is also in line with what was stated by 
Tomlinson (1999) who stated that one must set out a guideline on the new desired learning material for use in UKM. 
Here ten (10) course books available in the market were selected for this purpose. Overall, the results show that 
these course books textbooks do not meet the required criteria as shown in Table 3. The general criteria that must 
have in the Hiragana textbook is divided into four main parts which are: 
 
(i) Explanation 
(ii) Writing Exercise 
(iii) Vocabulary 
(iv) Exercises 
 
Each section should be further divided into a number of detailed characteristics (specific criteria) to ensure that 
the criteria considered by the teachers and students are all taken into account, Ur (1996). 
 
IDENTIFICATION by teachers or learner(s) of a need to fulfill or a problem to solve by 
                                 the creation of materials 
EXPLORATION of the area of need/problem 
CONTEXTUAL REALISATION of the proposed new materials  
PEDAGOGICAL REALISATION of the proposed new materials  
PHYSICAL PRODUCTION of materials, involving consideration of layout, type size etc 
STUDENTS USE in classroom 
EVALUATION by teachers or students about advantages and disadvantages of the new  
                           materials 
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Table 3. Analysis on commercial textbooks 
Section Criteria and needs proposed by teachers and students No of books 
Explanation 1 Contains basic explanation   6 
2 Japanese culture explanation   2 
3 Interactive explanation concept   1 
4 Bilingual (English-Japanese)   1 
Writing practice 1 Instructions on how to write   10 
  2 Instructions symbols on how to write (stop/ hook/ stretch)   1 
  3 Efficient space for writing  (20>)   5 
  4 Writing Stages ( Follow example > writing in grid box> write independently) 
  4 
  5 Phonetics guidance  in Malay Language. Ex : (esok)   0 
  6 Fonts used are not cursive and clear to understand   5 
Vocabulary 1 The selected letters are from the word glossary of JLPT Level 4.   2 
  2 The selected words consists of Adjectives/ Verb /Nouns form   3 
  3 Words that are combined in one illustrated situation.   0 
  4 Intonation symbols ( accent)   3 
  5 Reading techniques is provided in alphabets   2 
Exercises 1 Exercise on matching the letter with the correct pronunciation   1 
  2 Listening exercises   2 
  3 More interactive exercises ( ex: crosswords puzzles)   2 
  4 Stages of  Exercises  ( Exercise > Revision Exercise>Overall exercise)   3 
 
2.1 Contextual and Pedagogy Realizations 
Each section listed above will be designed according to the specific criteria identified.  
(i) Explanation 
As each teaching point needs to be explained to the students, this is a crucial element in the course book. Students 
learn better when they are engaged, according to the proponents of the humanistic approach (Roger, 1969 for 
instance), and so the Explanation sections in the new textbook have been developed from insights gleaned from 
teachers and students and featured cross cultural clashes students’ frequently asked questions. These explanations 
that are presented in dialogue form allow students to feel like they are part of an existing conversation, reduces their 
tension and increases their motivation.  
In the process of learning a foreign language, cultural factors cannot be ignored. According to a study conducted 
by Hieda, Normalis, Talaibek and Nezu (2009), a high percentage of students taking the Japanese language in UKM 
is due to  intrinsic motivation. Intrinsic motivation refers to the integration of foreign language learning in order to 
understand the target culture thus integrate with their own culture. In UKM, student motivation is greatly influenced 
by Japanese subculture  such as animation, manga (comic), drama and so on. This findings is alluded to by the 
course designers who have incorporated such elements into the course book. As explanations or the lack of them 
have been a major limitation of current, available course books. 
This is one of the limitations that have been found in the Hiragana textbooks previously used which are available 
in the market now. As such aside for the provision of explanations, features of Japanese pop culture have been 
included in the new textbook. As manga is a worldwide phenomenon, its inclusion  will engage the students as 
shown in Figure 3. 
Each dialogue is an interaction of the four main characters inspired by Japanese food (Onigiri and Norimaki) and 
western food (hamburgers and sandwiches). Figure 3 shows how a lesson on greetings can be operationalized. The 
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teacher will begin with greetings like ‘good morning’ or ‘Let’s begin’ to mark the beginning of class and show how 
that act is realized in Japan, namely with a bow as a mark of respect to the teachers before the class starts. This is the 
classroom practice in Japan and is well presented using manga. This is in line with, Littlejohn and Windeatt (1989) 
interesting idea that materials themselves can be made an object of ‘critical focus’. The difference in such classroom 
openings may be used as points of discussion by the teachers to show cross cultural values and differences. Again 
such differences allude to  Brown (1990b), who stresses that knowing a language is inseparable from understanding 
the culture in which the language is spoken.  
 
  
  
 
 
 
 
Figure 1. An example on Explanation (Greeting words and Instructions) 
(ii) Writing exercise 
The next step in materials production here is the design of the writing section. This section has been designed to 
guide the students to write accurately. As the Japanese script is very different from the alphabets that the students 
are familiar with, the Explanation provided allows the students to produce the right script and characters. Students 
are guided into producing the writing sequence symbols, or whether the strokes of the letter should be written in 
stops, hooks or stretches. 
The boxes for the Hiragana letter writing exercises are divided into sections to enable students to produce just 
the right balance in the production of the strokes. Additionally, the first row consisting of letters that are dark grey, 
while the second row has dashed lines running across, while the third row onwards are left blank so that the students 
can write their own letters correctly and independently (Figure 5).This concept is in accordance with the concept of 
cognitive learning that emphasizes the stages of learning from easy to difficult levels. It is noted that the font used 
here is not the cursive style so students should have no difficulty in identifying it. In addition, the phonetics 
realization of each letter in the Malay language is also provided in the writing practice section. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
   
Figure 2. An Example of a Writing Practice Section 
(iii) Vocabulary 
Once the students are adept in writing the basics, the next stage in the Hiragana materials development is when 
the letters that the students have learned are combined to form a word. In this early stage of learning Hiragana, the 
First row 
Third row 
Second row 
Writing sequences and instruction of the strokes lines (stop, hook, stretch) 
( Students: All rise 
and bow) 
Let’s begin. 
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students are not required to memorize the meaning of each word. The focus is on pronunciation and the recognition 
of letters. However, the designers are aware of the findings of Male (1992), where students are said to be able to 
remember easier what has been learnt if the words has meanings. Therefore, even if the students need not memorise 
the meaning of the articulated words, the quality of those selected words must be taken seriously. Hence the 
researchers opine that in future, and to keep the students engaged, the vocabulary list will be selected from the 
lowest level of the Japanese language proficiency assessment.  
Up to this point, it is clear that learning the Hiragana is highly challenging and much motivation is required. If 
the words are produced in isolation or discretely, the students will easily forget the form and manner of 
pronunciation. Furthermore, according to the memory model highlighted by Atkinson and Shiffrin (1968), all the 
new elements introduced are placed in the temporary memory in the brain. This temporary memory only lasts for 30 
seconds and a memory capacity limit that can only accommodate only about seven things at one time. One way to 
move the temporary memory into the permanent memory is through training that involves the repeated reference or 
explanation of the purpose and example of usage is given. 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Figure 3. Example of the illustrated situation designed 
  
To overcome the difficulties mentioned above, the new Hiragana textbook assists students to learn how to read 
and write in stages. For example, first the students will learn to read and write the letters a, i, u, e, o. Then only five 
of these letters will be combined to form a word. The examples of such words are ie (house), ue (up/upper), e 
(picture), au (meet), aoi (blue), iu (say), and ii (good). In addition, a context is presented so that the students are able 
to associate the Hiragana letter shape and its usage as shown in Figure 6. This speaking writing combination can be 
carried out repeatedly and in tandem. This method can enhanced the probability of letters or words that can be 
transferred into the permanent memory. 
(iv) Exercises 
The major part of writing exercises in this textbook is designed to achieve the learning outcomes of this textbook. 
As such exercises are provided at the end of each section. Revision exercises, which combine several chapters also 
have been designed. This allows the students to evaluate themselves in stages. Listening exercises in audio form 
have also been provided as supplementary learning materials to the main textbook. This listening exercise audio will 
be given to the students to enable them to do revision on their own without the help of the teachers. As all skills are 
provide for in the Exercises and students can do them on their own, their dependence on the teachers is reduced 
while their autonomy is heightened. 
3. Findings and Discussion 
Once the materials have been finalised, they were organised into a book form and sent for publication. In early 
September 2011, this book was successfully printed out and given the title "Pengenalan Tulisan Bahasa Jepun: 
ii (good) 
e (picture) 
aoi (blue) 
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Hiragana (Introduction to Japanese Writing: Hiragana)" as prototype sample before published to ensure the quality 
of the book meets teachers’ and students’ standard as proposed by Rajan(1995) and Richards (1995).  
At this stage, a questionnaire was administered to the students to gather their opinion on these new learning 
materials developed. The items focused on the four main parts that were designed in this new textbook. Initially, the 
survey was administered to 50 students who had used the previous textbook. This pre-use evaluation of the new 
Hiragana learning materials employed the impressionistic method. The survey found that more than 80% of these 
students reacted positively to every item. However, a lower percentage of students were found to be in favour of the 
Malay language (between 65% to 80% only). This may be due to the fact that 86% of these students are Chinese, 
and they may be more comfortable using the English language than Malay. 
Since the teachers are an important component in this research, their views were sought through an interview. 
Overall, the teachers are enthusiastic with the new materials and reported significant improvements in the students’ 
writing. The students’ script is more compact and not so cursive as in the previous case. To confirm this, a 
comparative study was carried out in the third week of semester to evaluate the SKVA2713 students’ ability to read 
and write Hiragana. The cohort comprised students who learned Hiragana in semester 2 2010/2011 (those who use 
old text books) and another group of semester 1 2011/2012 (students who use the new textbooks). The results 
showed that 26 percent of the old cohort students’ writing was not good and too cursive and unacceptable to native 
users of the language. In contrast the group that used the new textbook has a writing that was not too cursive, and 
more defined than those students who used the old textbook (.This is because one of the main aspect that is focused 
on in designing this new textbook is the font, which is presented in a clear and distinct manner. Japanese writing 
does not use cursive style as this style is only used in Japanese arts of writing ( shodo) and also in computer fonts. 
 
Table 4. Comparison between the students writing when using the old and the new textbook 
   
Letter Old Textbook Fonts Student’s 
 Handwriting 
New Textbook Fonts Student’s 
handwriting 
u 
 
   
ri 
 
 

 
 
Such a misconception should be taken seriously as it is feared that  it may lead to mistakes in spelling. There are 
instances when students who uses the old textbook write the letter [ri] not clearly as shown in Table 4. This is 
important because if both the first and second strokes in the letter [ri] are written as if they are the same length, this 
will form the letter [i] (Ǚ). Many students make this mistake in the test, and teachers have a difficult time 
determining whether the student's letter is the letter [i] or [ri]. 
The materials designers and developers believe that while such features as above have been successfully 
produced there is still much to be done, evaluated and analysed (Ellis, 1998). As such, further work will be carried 
out so that all the four levels will be benefit in future  
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